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The Shifter Chronicles


Chapter One




His velvet wing sweeps through the night:

With magic of his wondrous sight

He oversees his vast domain,

And king supreme of night doth reign.

~Elizabeth Sears Bates, What Sees the Owl

Dexter stepped off the bus, weighed down by sacks of groceries. The wind picked up, tossing his black hair around. He grumbled as he made his careful way down the sidewalk. He hoped there wasn’t a sneaky patch of ice waiting for him to step on. He smelled snow on the air. Great. Perfect. The clouds were gray, quickly turning black with anger. He cursed his damn car again—kept breaking down on him. He didn’t have money to get a new one and didn’t have money to fix the one he had. At least his mechanic—an intimidating woman named Lindsey—allowed him to make his payments in installments on the repairs she’d already done. She didn’t allow that with just anyone. They had trust and understanding between them. Plus he was terrified of her and her muscles, so he never considered skimping her on money. She knew it too.

The first white puff of snow smacked against his face as the wind howled. Glaring, Dexter turned and shuffled up the porch steps. Not to his house. Nope. He had to make a stop at his eccentric neighbor’s—and landlady’s—house. That was why he was loaded down with food. She didn’t have a car either. Only one bag was for him.

He stopped at the door as the snow started to come down in sheets. Surrendering, he set down half the bags to dig out his keys and unlock her door. The next minute was arduous as he gathered up the bags again and shuffled in the door. He kicked it shut and barely made it to the kitchen counter before his arms gave out. He grunted as he dropped everything. Taking deep breaths, his heart racing slightly, he shook his head, wet hair dripping.

“Minerva?” he called.

“I am not Minerva, you simpleton! I am Helga, Shieldmaiden of Uppsala!”

Dexter couldn’t help but be amused as his seventy-three-year-old landlady strutted into the kitchen decked out in a breastplate, leather, and bracers. A replica Viking sword dangled from her belt, safely in its sheath. Her snow-white hair was short and curly and barely showed under the clichéd horned helmet. She had a pretty convincing scowl on her deeply lined face that still managed to appear cute and charming.


Huh. Last week she’d been Minerva, Roman goddess of wisdom. Her legal name was Beatrice Griffin, and she frequently cosplayed for no good reason other than to amuse herself. She wasn’t crazy. She was the sanest person he knew. She paid her bills on time, was as lithe and energetic as a woman half her age, and had a full and varied sex life. She had more lovers in one week than he’d ever had in his life. Though that wasn’t saying much since he could count his number of lovers on one hand and still have four fingers left. Or maybe four and a half.


Affection for her eccentric nature had him ignoring that he was wet and achy and tired. It was ten in the morning, and he’d just come off a double shift.

“My apologies, Shieldmaiden. I have some plunder here that I can put away for you.”

“My gratitude, dear Jarl.” She dug through the bags, humming in approval. Then she grabbed a box of Oreo cookies and walked into the living room, leaving him to deal with the rest. Shaking his head, Dexter competently put away all the food items. He’d been doing it for about two years, so he knew her habits and particulars.

He set the two containers of crickets for Smaug, her bearded dragon, on the counter for her to put away. Smaug hated everyone except Beatrice and always tried to bite Dexter if he went into the room she’d designated as his. He was a spoiled little brat and certainly lived up to his name.

He hadn’t known what to expect when he applied for the home she had up for rent. She insisted on meeting all potential tenants, and after ten minutes of him thinking he’d blown the whole interview as he stammered and mumbled, she whipped out the papers and had him sign on the dotted line. She told him he needed a Beatrice Griffin in his life, and he couldn’t quite argue with her assessment. He was glad he had her.

The day he moved in, she was working in her garden barefooted and wearing an evening gown. As he hefted in one piece of furniture after another, she sauntered up to him with a light in her eye and pulled him into an actual conversation. It wasn’t an easy thing to do. He had a terminal diagnosis of acute shyness and awkwardness around people—especially attractive men—but her easy and strange nature and her nonjudgmental attitude helped him open up. He suspected, since she’d lived so long, she considered being wacky her right and privilege. At least the neighborhood had nothing but affection for her. She was harmless and amusing. Especially around the holidays. Instead of Santa Claus, the neighborhood children got Mrs. Claus handing out gifts and goodies.

After putting everything away, Dexter grabbed his one bag of groceries consisting of fresh vegetables and fruit and poked his head into the living room. It was neat as a pin, with cross-stitched pillows on every surface, including the floor.

“I’m heading out, Helga.”

“Got a hot date?”

Dexter rolled his eyes. She always asked that. And he always disappointed her. “No.”

“Wonderful man like you should have a hot date.” She turned her head from where she sat in her recliner and sent him a broad, sly smile. “I know some people who know some people who like big men.”

Dexter didn’t even bother to sigh. “Helga, I’ve told you before, I’m not a bear. That’s just not who I am.”

“Don’t have to be a bear to get some attention.”

He shifted from foot to foot awkwardly. “Usually it’s the wrong sort of attention.”


Beatrice raised an eyebrow. “When was the last time you even tried to get any sort of attention?”


Dexter grumbled under his breath. “I just want a normal guy and a normal life. The white-picket fence deal, you know? Maybe even kids. I’m open to that. But how many gay or bi men do you know who want that sort of life?”

“Plenty do. Just go looking, you’ll find them.”

“Sure, I’ll find them, and they’ll already be taken.”

“Aren’t you a Debby Downer this fine morning?”

It was Dexter’s turn to raise an eyebrow. He glanced out the window at the snow starting to fall more rapidly.

“Fine morning, my ass.”

“If you swung my way, I might give it a tap.”

Dexter snorted out a laugh. “Eww! Beatrice!”

She grinned broadly, giving a bawdy laugh. “You’re beautiful, Dex. I keep telling you that.”

His smile slipped despite the affection in her voice. He loved her for having his back. No one before her had ever been such a steadfast presence in his life. His parents never understood him and perhaps they loved him in their own way, but they were far more comfortable with his perfect, athletic younger brother.

He knew he disappointed them. From his job to his appearance. It didn’t matter he had a thyroid problem and he ate healthier than any skinny 150-pound twink. Didn’t matter he walked everywhere and went up and down stairs and bent and lifted for his job as a custodian at UC Boulder. He was strong and he was healthy. His doctor kept saying so. But he knew what people saw when they looked at him: a fat, lazy slob seconds away from a heart attack.

Fuck them.

“I keep forgetting to ask you,” Beatrice said after her laughter faded. “Did your parents call you on Sunday for your birthday?”

“Yeah.”

“Aaaaand?”

He shrugged and looked at the floor. “And what?”

She scowled. “Those ungrateful creeps. Not even a dinner celebration? A surprise party? Any present in the mail?”

“They called me. Since I missed Thanksgiving, I wondered if they would.”

She scoffed at that. “I will never understand why rotten parents get the best children.”

Dexter smiled and ignored the burning in his eyes. “It’s okay. I have you, don’t I? No one throws a party like you do.”

Even though the party had consisted of Beatrice’s elderly friends, Dexter had a lot of fun late Sunday before going into work. He could just be himself among the older crowd without judgment or worrying about presenting himself a certain way to land a date.

“Damn right!” Beatrice said. “I adopted you when you came to me like a lost puppy. Now I just have to find you a mate.”

He grimaced. “Hold on there. Don’t put on your matchmaking hat. I really don’t want you to push me at anyone.”

She sniffed, looking insulted. “I never push. I suggest.”

“Then don’t suggest. Please.”

“You want someone. I want to give you someone. What’s the problem?”


What was the problem? Beatrice wasn’t lying when she said she knew a lot of people who knew a lot of people. She was a fierce advocate for LGBTQA people and more connected to the community than he was. He’d certainly gone to more rallies and events in the last two years than at any time in his life, but his anxiety would always flare up and put a stop to any possibility of making friends, let alone flirtation.


“Let me think about, okay? I promise I’ll consider your suggestions.”

She gave him her squinty-eyed suspicious look. She must have seen his sincerity because her expression eventually softened and she nodded.

“You think on it, honey. But don’t wait too long. You’re not getting any younger.”

Dexter snorted out a tired laugh. “Thanks for the reminder. Later.”

He left her house and locked the door. He pulled his coat closer and stared at the sidewalk as he trudged down the driveway.

The wind blew sideways, and the snow fluttered against his body, soaking his hair. He sniffed and hunched his shoulders, pushing through the discomfort. Despite the ferocity of the weather, it wasn’t the most unpleasant thing he’d ever endured. Far from it. He took things as they came, expecting the worst and receiving it. Granted, he also tried to focus on the positive things: he had a couple of trusted friends he could depend on, a steady job with health insurance, his own home, and he even got along with most of his colleagues. Unfortunately social situations made him anxious. At the last party his department put on, he had a panic attack. He would never go to another one after that. No need to relive that humiliation. He just wasn’t cut out to be around a lot of people. One of the many reasons he didn’t go to clubs or bars, especially alone. Stacey, one of his few precious friends, managed to drag him to a bar or two over the last year, but nothing ever came of it. He just couldn’t push past his awkwardness and the feeling that everyone was judging him.


He couldn’t blame everything on others, though. He was part of the problem, and he knew he had self-esteem issues. Man, did he ever. He tried not to be too pathetic, and he knew he wasn’t going to find a life partner if he didn’t put himself out to be seen. Did he really expect the perfect guy to simply drop into his lap? That only happened in the movies.



Walking up his own driveway, Dexter smiled, relieved. He was almost home. He was almost to his sanctuary where he could close himself in and escape the world. His bed and his books called to him.


Something large and soft suddenly bounced off his head and landed on the pavement in front of his feet. He gasped, jerking around to see what it was. His eyes widened, and his stomach clenched in fear and alarm. As the wind continued to howl and the snowfall grew thicker, Dexter stared at the furry little animal at his feet.

An owl.

It was an elf owl, to be precise. He would never think of himself an expert at anything, but he considered bird-watching and research a passionate hobby. Dexter nearly bent down to pick up the bird, then hesitated. He wore heavy winter gloves, which would protect him against any bites or slices from those talons. He didn’t want to aggravate the bird more if he should wake up. But he couldn’t just leave the poor creature in the storm.

Coming to a decision a moment later, Dexter quickly approached his house and fumbled with the keys before unlocking the front door. He dashed into the kitchen to drop his grocery bag and backpack on the counter, then grabbed a towel before hurrying back outside. He covered his arms with the towel and gently picked up the limp bird with the care a mother would use to pick up her baby. The elf owl was cold, and his chest moved as he breathed. Dexter wasn’t certain of the bird’s sex, but thinking of it as “it” didn’t sit right. He simply thought of the bird as “he” since it ultimately didn’t matter.

The fucking wind must have blown him off course. Cradling the owl in his arms, Dexter hurried back inside, his own breath rapid, his heart thundering. He couldn’t allow this amazing creature to die! It wasn’t going to happen. Not on his watch.

After shoving open the door, he kicked it closed and locked it. Forgetting he was soaked to the bone, Dexter continued into the bathroom and set the soaked towel and owl into the sink. He turned to grab a hand towel and only then noticed the annoying weight of his jacket. He yanked it off with irritation and let it fall with a wet plop. Forgetting it, Dexter gave his entire attention to the tiny owl.

He quietly shut the door and kept on his thick gloves as he gently dried the poor creature. He was careful not to rip out any feathers, though it would seem the storm had done that instead.

“You poor thing,” he said softly. “I bet the storm caught you off guard, huh? Couldn’t make it safely back to your tree and your nest.”

Knowing elf owls often played dead if they sensed danger, Dexter tried not to panic from his limp state. He continued to speak soothingly as he dried the owl’s feathers, never letting his guard down. Raptors were especially unpredictable when injured, and he had his fair share of scars to prove it. This wasn’t the first time he’d cared for a sick bird. He was the kid who would carry sick animals home, only to have his mother order him to put them outside. Also, in his youth, he volunteered at a raptor center and stored as much knowledge on caring for birds as he could.

He stepped back and shook his head. “What is an elf owl doing so far north? You’re supposed to be in Arizona or Mexico. How could you have gotten so lost?”

The owl was of average height for his kind—about six inches tall and a little ball of fluff. His feathers were the common mixture of light brown, white, and gold, and his beak and talons looked to be well shaped and undamaged. He just needed a little care and a safe place to sleep.


“You should be good within a day,” Dexter said. Then he sneezed. “Dammit. I’m going to catch a damn cold. I don’t have time for this.”


Grumbling and sniffling, Dexter straightened and, after one last look at the owl, grabbed his soaked jacket and shuffled out of the bathroom, careful to shut the door behind him. He continued to his bedroom to change.

When the man left, Orion opened his large golden eyes. He snuggled deeper into the towel and counted himself lucky and blessed for such a kind human to have found him. He cooed to himself, wondering the man’s name. He was hungry, though he doubted the human had handy owl food around. What he wouldn’t give for a nice lizard or even a large spider. He’d settle for a scorpion. Anything to stop the hunger pains.


Boy, would Talon be pissed when he found out. Orion should really know by now to listen to Talon when it came to the weather and practical things. But it had been days since Orion had flown as his owl, and he needed to feel the wind between his feathers again. Now look where it had gotten him. Then again, maybe, in a strange way, he’d done the right thing. Would he have met this interesting human otherwise?


The human came back, and Orion decided to keep his eyes open. The man stopped and stared, chocolate-brown eyes widening in surprise. He seemed to have dried his hair, and now it stuck up in patches. Orion found that funny and gave a little mewling chuckle, the high-pitch sound causing the man to jerk, and then he simply stood frozen in the bathroom doorway, his gaze wary, posture tense. Orion appreciated his caution. A wild bird, even one as small as him, wasn’t something to take lightly.

A couple of minutes passed before Orion chirped happily, trying to reassure the man that he wasn’t a danger. He snuggled deeper into the towel and chirped again.

His savior slowly smiled, relaxing some of the tension in his shoulders.

He had a nice smile.

“Well, aren’t you a gorgeous one? Look at those eyes!” The man cautiously shut the bathroom door, and Orion squeaked in a funny way, hoping to make him laugh. If it worked on Talon, his stoic mate, then it might work on him. He twitched his wings, relieved nothing was broken or bruised. He was only a little sore.

“You’re probably hungry,” he said.

Orion perked up and mewled loudly. He had a nice voice—sweet and kind.


The man laughed. Orion fell a little in love. His host had a beautiful laugh, and his round face lit up, his mouth stretching wide over his even teeth. Talon always said Orion fell in love at a drop of a hat, and perhaps it was true. This time, however, was different. He could feel it. Deep in his gut, he knew something was different about this man, about how he felt.


Orion had a great love of people, humans and shifters alike. Their energy energized him, their happiness was his, and their sadness he tried to alleviate. He knew himself to be a dreamer. It was one of the things Talon once found irritating. However, after ten years together, they had accepted each other’s quirks and were mostly content.

Yet they both knew something was missing. Their relationship wasn’t perfect, and they searched for years trying to find a compatible third to their partnership. Orion couldn’t help wondering if this kind man with chocolate eyes might be that perfect one.


He had to be a snuggler. Anyone with that squishy body must be a great cuddler. Talon didn’t like to cuddle, and it was hard for Orion not to take it personally. But this man, well, Orion just bet he could curl his entire body against his, and then those strong arms would hold him tightly, securely, warming him. Orion fluttered his wings, excitement coursing through him. His owl was equally as enthusiastic. He and his owl were always in tandem.


“You’re weirdly docile,” the man said, frowning slightly. “I hope you didn’t hit your head too hard. Maybe you’ve been around humans before?” He shrugged. “I don’t know if I have anything you can eat.” He sounded concerned. He scratched the back of his head, obviously thinking. “Well, I can at least get you some water.”

He sedately backed out of the bathroom and shut the door. Orion stayed where he was, imagining wonderful, pleasurable things he and Talon could do with this human. The man wasn’t gone long, and when he returned, it was with a bowl of water. Orion happily scooped water into his mouth and tilted his head back, swallowing greedily.

“I won’t feel right unless I get you some food,” the man said. He scrunched up his face adorably and Orion stared at his full lips. What did he taste like?

“Be right back,” he said before stepping out of the bathroom once more, the door clicking shut behind him. Orion heard the front door open and shut and he twittered in concern. What was that silly human thinking? It was fierce outside!

Several long minutes passed, and Orion mewled again, growing worried and impatient. He squirmed and rocked and finally managed to sidle out of the little towel nest. He spread his wings wide and tested them. Confirming that nothing was wrong, he launched into the air and landed on the shower curtain rod.

Should he shift into a human and explore? No, too risky. Agitated, he launched into the air and flew around the modest bathroom, working out his frustration. He grew more anxious the longer he was alone. What happened to his host with the chocolate eyes and pretty laugh?

The sound of the front door opening caught his attention, and only a moment later, the bathroom door opened. Orion trilled and darted out of the bathroom, zipping right over the man’s head.

“What in the—?” The man ducked with a cry, dropping something in his hand. “Shit! Wait!”

Orion spun around the large living room, taking in everything—the nice furniture in muted colors, the big TV, the landscape paintings on the walls. All those books! The shelves were fairly bursting with tomes of various sorts. Then he speedily returned to the man who held his gloved hands in front of his face.

The man flinched as Orion circled his head. He warbled and, knowing he showed more intelligence and trust than he should, fluttered to the man’s shoulder and rubbed his head against his temple. Talon would be so angry with him if he knew!

The man stiffened and shuddered out a breath. Orion continued to squeak and mewl, rubbing his head insistently against the side of his face. The man’s touch was gentle when he slowly stroked his fingers down Orion’s body. Orion shuddered and rubbed harder.

“You’re welcome,” the man whispered. Then he cupped his hand around Orion’s body before squatting and picking up the bag he’d dropped. “Never knew a bird as friendly as you. Maybe you live with humans, huh? Not wild, are you? That would explain why you’re so far north. Colorado is no place for a little guy like you.”

The concern and protective actions only further endeared him to Orion. He was falling helplessly in love. He just wanted to snuggle and cuddle and kiss and….


Easy there, he told himself. He needed to calm himself, calm his owl, if he was going to do this right. He needed to be super careful.


The man took off his jacket, a different one this time, soaked again. He kept on his gloves, which Orion approved of, and held out his hand in front of Orion. Understanding, Orion stepped on his hand, curling his talons around his fingers. He carried Orion back to the bathroom, and before he could return him to the damp towel in the sink, Orion launched into the air. He perched on the shower curtain rod again. The man shrugged and pulled a container from his bag. Orion chirped and bounced on the rod, making the man laugh again.

“Guess you know what these are.”

Crickets. He was holding a container full of crickets.

Yes. It was definitely love.

The man cleared off the top of the wire shelving above the toilet and opened the container before setting it in the empty space. Orion flew over and greedily devoured every single one, even the few that tried to hop away.

“Glad to see you have an appetite.”


You have no idea, Orion thought. He eyed the man, already imagining him naked, wondering what it would feel like to ride him. He could hardly wait to find out.


“Thank God Beatrice has a bearded dragon, or you’d be out of luck.” The man suddenly yawned and looked at the clock. It was close to noon. “Hell. Glad you’re nocturnal. I need some sleep. And so do you.” He took away the empty container and dumped it in the trash. He paused and looked at Orion. “Should probably make you a nest.”

He left for only a moment before coming back with a dry towel. He unfolded it before situating it on the shelf he’d put the crickets. He fluffed it and made an adequate nest.

He looked at Orion and patted the towel. “There. Similar to a tree nest. You should feel safe.”

Then he left, shutting off the light and closing the door once more. His consideration of Orion’s needs only made it harder for Orion to stay as his owl. It was painful not to simply shift and pounce and taste and take. The best quality a mate could possess was the ability to care and provide, and his host was certainly doing all that and more.

Orion shuffled into the towel nest and snuggled down. He listened carefully to the man’s movements, the creaks accompanying his footsteps, and the cabinet and refrigerator doors opening and shutting. He was certainly tired and the darkness and safety urged his owl to sleep, but he struggled to stay awake.


Orion opened his eyes and watched the clock on the wall. An hour passed before silence descended in the house. He waited another hour before landing on the floor and shifting into his human form. He squinted in the darkness, his night vision not as keen as it was as an owl. He kept his steps light and cautious as he opened the bathroom door and peeked out. All the curtains were drawn and the lights were off. He snuck into the living room and took a closer look at the books. Hmm. Science books. Astronomy, astrophysics, theology, psychology, even ecology, and chemistry. And lots and lots of books on birds. There were also worn copies of the classics such as Dickens, Fitzgerald, and even Virginia Woolf, as well as some modern thrillers and sci-fi. The worn spines and scraps of paper sticking up from the pages told Orion the books weren’t just for decoration. They were read, the information devoured and retained. Well, that should make Talon happy.


Psychology was Orion’s field of study, and it thrilled him to think of the conversations he could have with the man. Neuroscience was Talon’s field, and from the wide variety of books, Orion was sure they could converse about the hard sciences as well.

His body certainly reacted to the thought of getting to know the man better. Orion smiled and shook his head. No matter how much he wanted to squeeze that full body and kiss those plump lips, he had to talk to Talon before he could make any move. That was the deal. So all he could do was look and want. He shivered slightly and his owl urged him to sleep. His eyelids drooped. Not quite yet. He looked around the room until his eyes fell upon a few envelopes on the squat table next to the couch. He moved over and squinted at the name they were addressed to.

“Dexter Fortis,” he whispered. So cute! Dexter. Dex. Orion grinned and barely suppressed a squeal of happiness.

His cuddle bear was named Dexter.

Even as he returned the envelope to the stack on the table, a familiar presence brushed against his mind. He winced and knew he was due for a lecture. To keep Talon out of his mind would cause more problems later so he allowed entry.

Only bird shifters had the ability to communicate telepathically and not every mind was receptive to such an invasion. The connection allowed a blending of their minds and thoughts and even images could pass between them. Orion opened his mind after the first brush and allowed his mate inside.


Orion, where the hell are you? Talon asked.


I’m safe. I promise. I’ll explain everything when I return home.

What did you do now?

Orion rolled his eyes. He heard and felt Talon’s concern, which softened Talon’s accusatory tone. He knew the anger was from fear.

Trust me. Please.

Don’t make me come find you.


Orion smiled. You’re cute when you’re angry.


A buzzing silence filled his head as Orion snuck back into the bathroom and silently closed the door.


Why do I put up with you? Talon asked.


I’m the best thing to ever happen to you. You know that.

Talon’s sigh bled through their connection.

I’m sorry I scared you. I will return soon.

You had better.

Their connection faded. Orion wanted to snoop further but he couldn’t risk frightening Dexter and destroying any chance he had in pursuing him. He saw no obvious evidence of another person in the house and only recognized Dexter’s scent. Good.

Orion shifted back into his owl and returned to his towel nest. This time when he snuggled into the nest, he closed his eyes and let himself sleep.


Chapter Two







Dexter ended up getting the sniffles for two days, but it never manifested into a full-fledged cold, thank goodness. He let the owl go the same day he found him, in the afternoon before he went back to work. The storm was heading west, and it should be clear skies for the next several days. He debated with himself about hanging missing posters or inquiring if someone had lost an elf owl. But in the end, he simply let the owl go. He didn’t have the time or equipment to hold an owl, and there wasn’t an animal shelter nearby.

Owls were smart, and this one was smarter than most. He was also the strangest raptor Dexter had ever encountered. Far too docile yet he couldn’t be upset about it—he didn’t want the bird to attack him or anything. The owl would find his way home. Dexter dressed for work, remembering the way the owl had stared at him with those big hypnotizing golden eyes. So adorable and fluffy. The owl had rubbed his head against Dexter’s cheek again before launching into the air and then swiftly flying away. The pain of separation was one he was all too familiar with, and he knew it would gradually fade. The owl wasn’t his to hold.

He grabbed his backpack as his phone pinged with an incoming text. He checked it and smiled.


Sure you don’t want a ride? Stacey. His closest friend besides Beatrice. She was an adjunct professor specializing in medieval romance.



Are you still on campus? he replied. It’s nearly seven pm!


Soooooo?


He snorted. And you say I don’t have a life.


You don’t, sweetie.


He couldn’t argue that. I can take the bus. Don’t put yourself out.


It’s not putting myself out when it’s for a friend.


Warmed by her sentiment, Dexter smiled and left his house, locking it up. He trudged to the bus stop and texted back with, I get my car after work.



I can drive you to your mechanics. She wouldn’t stop insisting.



Deal. I should get off around eight. Meet at my house.


She sent a heart with a smiley face emoji.

He primarily worked the custodial night shift for the university. When his car was on the fritz—which was becoming more frequent—he caught the last bus of the day and the first bus the next day, putting in a solid twelve. Like Stacey observed, he didn’t have much of a life outside the job, so what were a few more hours? And the university frequently needed it. People with lives often wanted to live them.

He showed his EcoPass to the driver, and she nodded with a smile, his face familiar to her. He nodded back before shuffling to the rear of the bus and sitting on the seat near the window. But he couldn’t manage to squeeze all of himself onto that seat, and part of his body invaded the other one beside him. He sighed. No matter how hard he tried, from his super-healthy diet to his job that required him to be on his feet for hours, he could never shake the weight.

He looked out the window, not feeling like reading as he often did when he had an hour before arriving at work to look forward to.

Christmas wasn’t too far away and he needed to decide if he would visit his parents in Indiana or stay in Colorado. He visited them for their anniversary and major holidays, but he had missed Thanksgiving this year. They weren’t too pleased by that, and his father had let him know all about it during their call on his birthday, the Sunday after Thanksgiving weekend.

He’d always known what a disappointment he was to his parents. They let him know, especially when his younger, perfect brother came along. Athletic, handsome, and more than willing to follow along with his father’s plans, Thomas was the ideal son who made their parents proud. He got a football scholarship to Notre Dame University and majored in business marketing, using those skills to promote their father’s construction business. Thomas didn’t quite get into the majors, but the fact he played football for their parents’ alma mater satisfied them. He was now married with two spoiled children. It didn’t seem to matter that Dexter had applied and received several scholarships that paid for most of his schooling, and that he’d also gone to Notre Dame. If not for his rough freshman year, he might have been valedictorian. He’d majored in English with a minor in History, and his mother called them useless with a dismissive sniff.

Dexter sighed again and shook his head, blinking back the tears. Stupid to think of such things. But how could he not? Did he really want to return to Indiana only to have Thomas boast and look at him with that insufferable smug smile? Did he really want to hear those snide fat jokes? Or to hear his mother ask once again why he wasn’t married to a nice, quiet woman and given them grandchildren? He couldn’t count how many times he’d reminded her that he was gay. She would just sniff and change the subject, blatantly ignoring him.

But did he want to spend Christmas, his favorite holiday, alone?


Thirty-nine years old—no, wait, forty, Jesus—and he was still hoping his parents would accept him. Pathetic and pointless. He cleared his throat and decided to pull out his book after all. It made it easier to forget his anxiety when he had a book to distract him. People hopped on and off the bus. Most were quiet business folk with briefcases and tired eyes. A few were university students in pairs or alone. He recognized some faces, and when anyone sat next to him, he tried to squeeze his body as close to the side as he could.


He finally arrived at his destination and pulled on the string that indicated a stop was desired. He and five others shuffled off the bus. But before he left, he caught the snickering of two teenage boys.

“You think he swallows babies to get that fat?”

“Dude, he’d have to. He’s a moon on his own.”

“Better make sure his gravity don’t get you.”

Dexter clenched his jaw. They spoke loud enough for half the bus to hear. He knew they wanted him to hear them. He pretended to ignore them, keeping his eyes straight ahead. He didn’t do confrontations.

He was glad he’d be getting his car back after work. He exited the bus and took a deep breath, urging his stomach to unclench and his heartbeat to slow. He slung his bag over his shoulder again and trudged to the main facilities office to clock in.

Only two hours into his shift, and he was radioed to handle a building not on his usual rotation. The custodian for the building went home sick, and Dexter didn’t mind picking it up. It meant overtime, and he was fine with that. If there was one thing he prided himself on, it was his cleaning abilities. He was damn good at it. It might seem pathetic to most, but he liked his job. He had limited interactions with people, especially strangers, and he was mostly left alone. He texted Stacey to let her know he’d be late.

He started at the bottom and worked his way up. When he reached the third floor, one of the office doors was open, with a light shining through. He grimaced. Great, someone was burning the midnight oil. Okay then. Stiffening, Dexter rolled his cart over to the door and stepped inside, easily finding the trash can next to the desk. He barely looked at the occupant, though he got the impression of the office: books and papers stacked on the desk, and off to the side were two tall bookshelves filled to bursting. It reminded him of the state of his own living room. There was a comfy couch to the other side and a slightly ratty chair set in front of the desk.

Dexter grabbed the can and deftly loosened the thin, clear bag, tying it off before laying in a new one. He set the can exactly where he’d found it and turned to leave.

“Thank you.”

Dexter froze. He hesitantly turned and finally got a good look at the occupant. He swallowed hard. The man was lanky and clothed in a gray suit. His lightly golden skin complemented the dark-brown hair pulled back in a ponytail. He had a severe face, all points and angles, yet regal and stately. His eyebrows were thick and slightly angled in a vee shape, giving the impression he was perpetually irritated about something. His hazel eyes scanned something on his computer, and though the gratitude seemed to be habitual, he must have sensed Dexter’s continued presence.
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